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Abstract 
The purpose of this paper is to address a practical problem often encountered in student assessment: frequency of collective 
written examinations during the academic year. This research investigates the student’s opinions at “Al. I. Cuza” University of 
Iasi, Romania, on the introduction of an additional examination session in the academic year 2009-2010. Generally, students’ 
attitude towards increasing the frequency of written-examination assessments is negative. Nevertheless, students from sciences 
faculties are more in favor of increasing the assessment frequency than students from the faculties of humanities, and 1st year 
students are more in favor of continuous assessment than 2nd year students. 
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1. Introduction 
Traditionally, the summative assessment by written examinations of the students in the higher education system 
of Romania was performed at the end of long periods – semester or academic year. Upon the implementation of the 
transferable credit system (ACTS) in 1996 and the application of the Bologna system (2005), the so-called 
summative continuous assessment became a frequent practice in Romanian universities. Students are monitored step 
by step, “like in high school”, by partial written examinations, in mid semester, for all subjects in the curriculum. 
The motivation for introducing these examinations, called “partial examinations”, relates to the application of a 
main action of the Bologna Process which supports continuous assessment, as formative assessment with a role in 
maintaining students’ interest in learning. 
 Even if the regulation does not impose the use of the written examination method, teachers massively use it, as it 
is the only way in which all students can obtain a grade in mid semester, and taking into account the large number of 
students. All these aspects have had a significant impact on students’ learning process, as they were forced to adapt 
to twice as many examinations than ten years ago.  
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2. Theoretical controversies regarding students’ continuous assessment  
Mid-semester assessment, by partial examinations, cannot be called purely summative or purely formative. Thus, 
the goals of such assessment are multiple: it can provide feedback to students or it can favor learning regulation - 
elements which relate to formative assessment (Black, & William, 2009), but, at the same time, that contribute to the 
final grade, in view of ranking performance (aspects which are specific to summative assessment).  
The parent of the delimitation between formative and summative assessment, Scriven (1991) stated that „one of 
the most useful kinds of formative evaluation is the „early-warning summative”, that is an evaluation which is 
essentially a summative evaluation of an early version of the evaluand under development” (p. 169). Other authors 
also commented on avoiding the formative-summative dichotomy, proving the fact that the two types of assessment 
can be confused with one another (Chen, 1996; Clarke &. Dawson, R. (1999); Brown et al., 1997; Yorke, 2003; 
Heywood, 2000). Consequently, to be or not to be formative/ summative is a matter of degree, of intensity, and not 
of pure form. Therefore, it is inaccurate to state that a certain form of assessment is formative or summative per se 
(Marsch, 2007; Kennedy et al., 2008).  
Some authors call continuous assessment – interim assessment – „the assessments that fall between formative and 
summative assessment, including the medium-scale, medium-cycle assessments currently in wide use” (Perie et al., 
2007, p. 1). For Martineau and Dean (2010), interim assessment will help to achieve a “balanced assessment and 
accountability system to include appropriate uses of assessment data for accountability” (p. 142). Miller and 
collaborators (1998) prefer the term continuous assessment, which implies the use of tests over a learning unit and 
the accumulation of results in a final grade (p. 34). Le Grange and Reddy (1998) specify that continuous assessment 
involves more than simply teaching and testing in view of grading. It is at the same time a feedback and a learning 
tool for the student. Consequently, this type of assessment is more formative than summative (p. 10). Eileen Trotter 
(2006) suggests the concept – continuous summative assessment – by reuniting notions which are apparently 
contradictory to denominate a form of assessment which she defines as a form of assessment on a module. 
3. Brown et al. (1997) states that any assessment system has certain weaknesses: overstressing students and the 
staff; too many tasks with the same deadline; insufficient time for students and teachers; inadequate or superficially 
provided student feedback; diffuse or inexistent assessment criteria; large variations in grading the requirements of 
various modules. Continuous summative assessment highlights even more the aforementioned weaknesses. There is 
even the danger that assessment will dominate teaching and learning, and there will be no more time for students 
and teachers for anything else. The high frequency of continuous assessment examinations is not always beneficial, 
as students can reach “learned dependence” by examiners (Yorke, 2003) or fear of assessment if “summative aspects 
contaminate formative ones” (Monteil, 1998).  
3. Students’ perception on assessment 
Although students’ perception on assessment should represent an important variable in increasing the efficiency 
of the educational process, the literature on this subject is relatively limited (Struyven et al., 2003). These authors 
state that often importance is granted only to reality per se (first order perspective), without taking into 
consideration the student’s perception on reality. Nevertheless, research has proven that this second perspective 
reality has its relevance and is worth studying. Thus, in the field of assessment, research has shown that students 
have contrasting images on various assessment formats or methods. Eileen Trotter (2006), by investigating students’ 
perception on achieving tutorial files, as a form of continuous summative assessment, concludes that 80% of 
questionnaire respondents agreed to this form of assessment. Also, another research showed that “high-achieving 
students viewed formative assessment practices negatively, while low-achieving students seemed to benefit most in 
terms of achievement” (Buck & Trauth-Nare, 2009, p.491). Such results are also influenced by the assessment 
patterns practiced in various cultures. There are preferences for certain forms of assessment, for creating specific 
learning environments, depending on social and cultural contexts (Kennedy et al., 2008). Summative assessment 
practices are favored in very many cultures: rewards and distinctions are granted to students with important 
academic achievements. Academic achievements are appreciated based on the results obtained in summative 
assessments. It has been found that most cultures are interested more in the learning product than in its process, 
which involves perseverance, critical thinking, and problem-based learning (Marsch, 2007). 
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4. Purpose of the empirical research 
The main goal of this research is to analyze the perception of students from “Al. I. Cuza” University of Iasi on 
the effects of a new assessment system, implemented in the spirit of the Bologna philosophy, which led to an 
increase in the frequency of continuous summative assessment forms. University managers introduced, in the 
academic year 2009-2010, in mid semester, a week-long examination session. 
5. Methodology  
Participants. The research included 336 students from “Al. I. Cuza” University of Iasi, with an average age of 
20.9, out of which 69 (20.5%) were men and 267 (79.5%) were women. The sample can be considered 
representative for “Al. I. Cuza” University. The group of subjects comprised: 124 (36.9%) 1st year students, 177 
(52.7%) 2nd year students and 35 (10.4%) 3rd year students. Depending on the faculty variable, the subjects were 
distributed as it follows: 147 (43.8%) sciences students (computer science, chemistry and biology) and 189 (56.2%) 
humanities, social and life sciences students (letters, psychology, geography). 
Measures and procedures. The data on students’ perception regarding the “partial examination” session 
introduced by the regulation of the university in mid semester were collected with a questionnaire which 
operationalized several dimensions: 1. degree of agreement to the introduction of an examination session in mid 
semester; 2. goal of this new session; 3. difficulties pertaining to this new assessment; 3. opportunities for efficiently 
preparing the partial assessment; 4. advantages and disadvantages of the new assessment. In order to assess the 
degree of agreement regarding the introduction of the partial examination session in mid semester, subjects had to 
answer by yes/no. In order to assess the other perceptions, students had to rank several items regarding the 
dimensions above. For example, for the dimension goal of mid-semester assessment, students had to rank several 
summative or formative goals which were suggested by the researchers (the authors of this research).  
6. Results  
Students’ perception on the new assessment system 
Out of the 336 investigated students, only 39% (131) agree to the examination session introduced in mid- 
semester, while 61% (205) are against it. The analysis of the students’ answers regarding the degree of agreement to 
this assessment shows that it differs, depending on the year and the faculties. Thus, 1st year students agree more to 
the mid-semester examination than 2nd and 3rd year students [χ2(2)=43.48, p<0.001] (Table 1). 
 
Table 1. Observed and estimated frequencies for the two groups, depending on the year variable 
Degree of agreement 
 
 
YEAR Total 
1 2 3 
Agreement to mid-semester 
assessment 
Count 
Expected Count 
76 
48.3 
50 
69 
5 
13.6 
131 
131.0 
Disagreement to mid-semester 
assessment 
Count 
Expected Count 
48 
75.7 
127 
108.0 
30 
21.4 
205 
205.0 
Total Count 124 177 35 336 
 
The results also indicate differences between students’ answers depending on the orientation 
(sciences/humanities) of the faculties. Sciences students agree more to the new assessment system than humanities, 
social and life sciences students, where the answers show more disagreement [χ2 (1)=79.01, p<0.001] (Table 2).  
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Table 2. Observed and estimated frequencies for the two groups, depending on the orientation variable 
 
Degree of agreement 
 
 
ORIENTATION 
 
Total Sciences 
Humanities, social, 
life sciences 
Agreement to mid-semester assessment Count 88 
57.3 
43 
73.7 
131 
131.0 Expected Count 
Agreement to mid-semester assessment Count 59 
89.7 
146 
115.3 
205 
205.0 Expected Count 
Total Count 147 189 336 
 
Table 3 and the significance test [χ2(5)=105.14, p<0.001] indicate differences regarding the association of the 
agreement degree with each faculty. Chemistry and Computer Science students agree most to the introduction of 
mid-semester examinations, while Letters students disagree most. 
Table 3. Observed and estimated frequencies for the two groups, depending on the faculty variable 
Degree of agreement FACULTY 
Total 
 
Computer 
Science 
Letters Biology Psychology Geography Chemistry 
Agreement Count 
Expected Count 
11 
5.5 
3 
26.9 
33 
33.1 
4 
9.4 
36 
37.4 
44 
18.7 
131 
131.0 
Disagreement Count 
Expected Count 
3 
8.5 
66 
42.1 
52 
51.9 
20 
14.6 
60 
58.6 
4 
29.3 
205 
205.0 
Total Count 14 69 85 24 96 48 336 
 
Students’ perception on the goal of mid-semester examination 
Initially, we considered that the goals of assessment were summative and formative generally. Starting from the 
13 goals of assessment that we proposed, students ranked them and placed on the first three places the formative 
goals related to student’s learning regulation: facilitation of the learning effort in the inter-semester session; 
maintaining students’ interest in learning activities all-through the semester; more efficient management of the 
learning content. On the last two places they placed the formative goals that adjust the teaching activities: 
identification of weaknesses and strengths in the teaching process; enhancement of teaching in the future. The goals 
which were oriented towards summative assessment received average ranks in students’ classification. 
Students’ perception on the difficulties generated by the mid-semester session 
The 9 items regarding the difficulties of a mid-semester examination were ranked so that on the first places there 
were difficulties relating to the examination, time and overstress status: many examinations in a short period of time; 
stress; fatigue. The difficulties related to the inadequacy of own learning styles were placed on the last two places.  
Students’ perception on the advantages and disadvantages of the new session 
The analysis of students’ answers regarding the advantages of an additional examination shows their focus on the 
possibility of “getting rid” of some of the content and of updating more easily small-size content: less content to 
learn in the February session; easier retention of information if learnt almost immediately after it was taught. 
Regarding disadvantages, students placed on the first three places out of the nine: exam stress; lack of the necessary 
time for in-depth covering of content; double learning effort.  
7. Discussions and conclusions 
Generally, any change is accompanied by reluctance and opposition if it involves additional efforts. Educational 
changes are not different. The fact that the vast majority of students were discontent with the introduction of a new 
assessment session is explained by their desire of being more autonomous in the learning effort. 1st year students 
agree more, compared to those in higher years, as they got used in high-school (the pattern created by previous 
assessments is important – Kennedy et al., 2008, Marsch, 2007). 
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The fact that there are differences between sciences and humanities students regarding the degree of agreement to 
mid-semester written assessment is an interesting, but explainable result. Sciences students prefer continuous 
assessment because the content to be learnt and assessed is organized in smaller units, often focused on problem-
solving. In humanities faculties, where syntheses are required, frequent assessment can be a learning obstacle. 
Despite the opposition towards this assessment form, students can understand its formative role, which is explained 
by their preoccupation for optimizing the learning effort.  
The advantages vs. disadvantages of continuous assessment are perceived depending on the positive or negative 
attitude manifested towards this assessment session. As it is known, students’ commitment in learning activities 
depends on the manner in which they perceive not only learning, but also assessment (Gibbs, 2006). Students’ 
pragmatic and egocentric vision regarding assessment is also worth mentioning. As the frequency of examinations 
increase, student’s motivation regarding assessment is focused on opportunistic criteria: “we will get rid of the 
content to be assessed”. 
The intention of introducing a new assessment session by the staff of our university was to enhance the formative 
role of examinations, but its effects on learning efficiency were perceived differently by students from various 
faculties. The increase of the frequency of assessment sessions does not automatically cause their formative nature 
to be enhanced. Due to the large number of students, teachers are tempted to choose a convenient form of evaluation 
in terms of saving time (collective written exam). Therefore there are neglected some conditions that have to be met 
by a genuine formative assessment: the focus on competence; sufficient time allocated for tasks preparation; 
personalized and detailed feedback, synchronized with students’ learning efforts and focused on the learning goals 
mentioned at the beginning of the learning activities (Black & William, 2009). Any change in regulation of higher 
education assessment should be preceded by a careful analysis of the academic background variables: traditions of 
assessment in that university, the number of students, the academic specializations. On the other hand, it must be 
taken into account the fact that students are adults, who have autonomy in learning. Therefore, their assessment 
should be more flexible in terms of rate and frequency. 
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